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Abstract 
There exists a lack of relevant literature by which educators can determine how they might effectively group beginning-level 
English Language Learners (ELLs) toward the end of language acquisition and social inclusion.  Because of this gap in literature, 
educators often struggle in determining best practices in a multilingual classroom.  This author has undertaken a study of 
unconventional ways to group ELLs in a mainstream classroom for maximum inclusion and language acquisition.  In the study 
context, a rural public K12 district with a comparatively low ELL population, established practice had been to pull ELLs out of
English-only group classrooms in homogeneous home language groupings according to grade level.  Due to low numbers of 
students classified as ELLs, groupings were small and rarely differentiated by literacy level.  The author began the study by 
interviewing study students, families and affected teachers to determine actual and perceived effectiveness of the pull-out model
for language acquisition and academic achievement as measured by local and state literacy assessments.  After a review of 
interview data and commonalities in responses, this author undertook various grouping methods from individualized to small 
similar-language groupings to literacy-level groupings inclusive of native English-speaking peers.  Student engagement and 
response to instruction was monitored for grouping-dependent changes.  The study has found that inclusion of native-speaking 
peers with similar literacy levels or social factors had a positive impact on ELL engagement and achievement, particularly in 
communicative competence.  Additional research on the effects of student grouping on language acquisition and social inclusion 
has the potential to benefit student experience and elevate ELL academic achievement levels. 
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1. Introduction 
Studies are undertaken in myriad contexts for myriad reasons, and always to determine how processes, 
procedures or understanding can be molded to better serve society as a whole.  While this study does not purport to 
save the world, the methods used and the results achieved have certainly changed the educational milieu of the study 
participants.  Students’ experience of education, and so often of language learning in particular, is in direct 
correlation to the strategies used, the environment created and their perception of the possibility of success.  Thus, 
an educator and his or her classroom have an irrevocable impact on the opportunities which will be available to 
students as they mature.  This study on the impact of student grouping on achievement for English language learners 
was designed with this in mind: to adjust what was not working and find what would engage and advance the 
academic and social goals of study participants.  
2. Literature Review 
With so much of the literature and education research espousing collaborative student grouping across both age 
ranges and content material, it is astounding how little literature one can find on how to go about grouping them, 
beyond whether the groups should be heterogeneous or homogeneous (Donaldson & Caplow, 2000, Garmston & 
Wellman, 2013, Lai & Law, 2006, Leadner & Fuller, 1997, Nelson, Deuel, Slavit & Kennedy, 2010).  Even on these 
points there is a great deal of disagreement.  There are hundreds of sources which will explain and rationalize 
homogeneous grouping by home language, age group, ability, target language or concept understanding.  Hundreds 
of others will rationalize, with just as much fervor, why students should be joined in heterogeneous groups.  For 
most educators, this type of conflicting research and evidence makes day-to-day instructional decision-making 
difficult and subject to premature modification.  While reflection and re-evaluation are integral parts in the success 
of teaching and learning, re-evaluation based on conflicting literature and research creates little opportunity for the 
success which stems from sustained and authentic belief in a strategy.
Because of this conflict and lack of literature and research on the topic of unconventional student grouping, a 
study was undertaken to address such groupings in a K12 classroom setting with English language learners in the 
rural Southern United States.  The district has a high level of poverty, resources were scarce to non-existent and 
strategic instruction was often overlooked in the rush for standardized test preparation and standardized student 
achievement measures.  Previous and sustained lack of success with these methods did not serve as a deterrent for 
their continued use in the district.  This study was designed to mitigate these methods with alternative strategies.  
The research involved the formation of small heterogeneous groups with similar literacy levels in English in order to 
provide reciprocal scaffolding and allow all participants to be directed toward their Zone of Proximal Development 
or ZPD (Vygotsky, 1978).  Vygotsky (1978) postulated that students would remain stagnant in their abilities if only 
presented with material at their present level of capability and would grow when presented with concepts just 
beyond their grasp, along with aids to reach that next level including, but not limited to, peer or educator support.
Freire (1980) also advocated inclusive literacy methodology which was designed to put people with similar 
socioeconomic backgrounds and literacy levels into the struggle for success together, with the grander aim of 
vanquishing the bonds of oppression that bound them through their collective illiteracy.  Freire’s (1980) 
methodology was so controversial in its time that he was exiled from his birthplace for close to twenty years so that 
no one would have access to his thought or work.  Even today, Freire remains controversial as being ahead of his 
time and too revolutionary for standardized education systems around the world.  In the United States, which 
purports to be progressive and inclusive, the chains of illiteracy or sub-par literacy still engulf many poor 
communities across the country and threaten to keep such people on the bottom rung of society for generations to 
come. 
Jonathan Kozol (1972, 1974, 1988, 2005) has also written extensively about the great divide between affluence 
and poverty in how education is administered in the United States.  The fact that, more than forty years later, the 
education system in the United States is still facing (or rather ignoring) the same crises of gaps in achievement and 
educational outcomes is a sad indictment on the value that is given to the prospects, futures, and even the lives of 
those on the lower rungs of society.  Although the United States is not alone in devaluing its poor, it has long been 
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held up as a shining example of equitable and universal education and, as such, should hold each and every student 
in the same regard and allow him or her the same doors to opportunity and success. 
While Kozol (1972, 1974, 1988, 2005) does not specifically speak of grouping, he speaks of the bonds that 
restrict and unite students of similar socioeconomic backgrounds, regardless of ethnicity and language, and with this 
in mind, this study was implemented. 
3. Study 
In the K12 context in the United States, there are often students who have recently arrived to the country who 
have few language skills with which to understand the content which is presented to them in mainstream English-
only classrooms.  Often there is a pull-out model of ESL intervention which could range from thirty minutes per 
week in some cases to forty-five minutes per day, with additional intervention almost unheard-of.  In the study 
context, approximately ten per cent of students are English Language Learners (ELLs) and there is approximately 
ten per cent on-grade literacy proficiency in primary schools across the district. 
The first study group consisted began as an individual student classified as Limited English Proficient (LEP) in 
the first grade.  We will call him Pedro.  Pedro was in an all-English classroom and had recently arrived to the 
United States.  In his home country, he had not attended Kindergarten, so his phonemic awareness was far behind 
many of his English and Spanish-speaking peers.  He was first being pulled out of his class individually by an ESL 
instructor for thirty minutes per day, five days a week.  Best practices dictate that he should receive this as a 
minimum for having recently arrived.  Pedro did not respond to being singled out because he was aware that he was 
alone because the other Spanish-speaking students were far more advanced in reading than he was.  After a week or 
two, he cried and begged not to go to intervention because he did not seem to get along with the instructor who did 
not speak his home language. 
Because the researcher was able to speak Pedro’s home language, she was brought in as an alternate instructor 
and, while he responded well to her, he still insisted that he could not read.  His classroom teacher decided, since he 
was not showing progress, that she would send him back to a Kindergarten classroom for half of every school day.  
His parents agreed to the arrangement, as long as their son would advance.  Pedro was apathetic and depressed being 
sent to a room full of younger students, some of whom also were more phonemically aware than he.  This 
arrangement was counter-productive and isolated Pedro from his peers, as he was not even connecting on a social 
level with students in either grade category.  This grouping was halted after a short while so as not to stigmatize or 
traumatize the student further. 
For lack of ideas, Pedro was then pulled out by the original ESL instructor with the other LEP students from his 
mainstream classroom, all of whom were substantially further along in literacy than Pedro.  He did not participate in 
this grouping at all because other students would chime in to assist when he struggled with reading more slowly than 
they did, and Pedro soon gave up trying among these peers.  Pedro’s mother came to school saying that Pedro was 
crying every night and telling her that he did not want to go to school because he could not read. 
The researcher decided to go into Pedro’s classroom and help him in the mornings for about an hour so that he 
could complete morning work for which he needed to receive grades.  It was noticed that Pedro was assigned to a 
table with one very shy Spanish-speaking student and a few rather boisterous, but very low-level native English 
speakers.  Pedro seemed to be able to communicate at a rudimentary level with the students at his table, and often 
was quicker at some of the exercises than they were.  With this in mind, a grouping plan was designed based on 
socio-cultural factors rather than ethnicity or home language.  Because Pedro’s main classroom tablemates were low 
English literacy, even though they were native speakers, it was hypothesized that Pedro would gain confidence 
knowing that there were other students with similar literacy levels as his and that the other students would gain 
confidence being language experts beside an ELL student. 
The new grouping consisted of Pedro, another lower-level Spanish-speaker, and six low literacy level native 
English speakers.  These students were then pulled to another classroom and competitive games were held to raise 
phonemic awareness.  At the beginning of this grouping, none of the students could consistently and accurately 
identify any vowel sounds and the average consonant sound recognition (with any level of consistency) was nine.  
558   Elizabeth Ann Arias /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  232 ( 2016 )  555 – 560 
This is to say that these students would consistently be able to identify the sounds made by nine out of the twenty-
six letters in the English alphabet. 
The students needed to be taught to trust their own knowledge and instincts because each of them was much more 
likely to defer to others than stick to what his or her own guess was because they had all been poor performers in 
their mainstream classroom.  One of the native speaking students was very reticent at first and it was very difficult 
to prod her to be active in the lessons.  She would not read and would not even answer a question directed to her 
specifically.  Pedro responded hesitantly, but since these were students with which he sat every day, he was a bit 
more at ease in their company than in the other groups. 
Within two weeks of being in this group, every one of the students could consistently and accurately identify 
seventeen of the letters when presented by sounds, including three of the vowels.  This was tremendous, as the 
growth was across ethnic, racial and linguistic backgrounds.  After a month in the grouping, all but one of the 
students could consistently and accurately identify twenty-two of the twenty-six letters when presented with sounds, 
one of the successful students beingthea newcomer who had struggled so much previously.  One of the surprising 
results of the grouping was the substantive positive effects that it had on previously reticent speakers, including 
native English-speakers. 
After two and one-half months, these students were integrated into the original ELL group which had higher 
literacy levels.  Because of the progress that had been made by all of the study participants, none of them deferred to 
others in the new group and each proudly took his or her turn to read, even often volunteering to read passages that 
were new and unfamiliar to them. 
This final grouping placed the original study participants into their ZPD with appropriate guidance and 
scaffolding to reach the next level of learning (Vygotsky, 1978).  Without the interim grouping to build skills and 
learner confidence, study participants may have been required to repeat the grade level due to insufficient skill 
mastery. At this writing, study participants are all on track to advance to second grade and, although they are not all 
at grade-level literacy, they should be very close to it by the end of the current academic year. 
A second grouping was undertaken at an elementary school in the same district, which houses five hundred 
students in fourth through sixth grade.  Two sibling LEP students entered the United States in the middle of the 
academic year with no English, with their home language being Arabic.  There were no resources for the students 
and classroom teachers were not equipped to deal with students with such low proficiency in English.  After some 
trial and error, it was settled upon that the two siblings would have four hours of ESL/EFL intervention daily at the 
start of the school day.  
Since the two siblings were the only students in the ESL/EFL intervention class, the same family dynamics which 
took place in their home often seeped into classroom interaction.  The younger sibling, we will call her Amelia, is a 
very energetic, artistic and intelligent fourth grader.  The older, we will call him Albert, is a very reticent, more 
cautious sixth grader.  Amelia seems to understand what is going on around her and is willing to be wrong.  Albert 
does not want to misunderstand, so he will try to depend more on his sister’s reading of any classroom situation.  
When Albert is asked a question, Amelia quickly translates it into Arabic if he shows even the slightest hesitation in 
responding.  Even when Amelia is wrong about what is being said, she is very confident in telling her older brother 
what she understood. 
     This dynamic was not helpful to Albert’s learning and, if Amelia was wrong several times in a row, she would 
become quiet and disappointed in herself.  On the day that the siblings entered the district, Amelia was paired with a 
female student in her class who would have all classes with her and who could be an anchor to social and 
instructional understanding during the school day and on the bus each morning and each afternoon.  Albert was not 
paired with anyone in any of his classes and thus, was often isolated and lacked in understanding.  Both siblings are 
literate in their home language and can decode English words on a page, even when they do not understand what 
they are reading. They also have strong math skills and are interested in sports and art.  The technology with which 
they are very familiar are iPads, as they have them at home, but computers are a challenge.  It is essential that 
educators are conscious of the abilities of their students rather than just what they are unable to do with a language. 
In order to mitigate the premature interference of his sister, a two-minute rule was instituted, in which Amelia 
had to wait two minutes before she would be allowed to help her brother to understand a question.  It was a 
challenge for her at first, but after she saw that her brother could often answer within those two initial minutes, she 
understood that waiting would help him to advance in his own understanding.  This small waiting period (which is 
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often very difficult to put in place in a classroom full of students) not only boosted the confidence of a reticent 
student, but also enabled him to go through the cognitive process of forming linguistic components which would be 
intelligible to others. 
Although the wait was effective and helped both students to formulate more complex language before speaking, 
the lack of social interaction was evident in their behavior from day to day and in their lack of vocabulary retention.  
In order to try to combat the loss of vocabulary and to increase social and instructional language, another teacher 
brought in a native-speaking fifth grader who was having difficulty fitting into his own classroom environment.  
This student was having disciplinary issues and was often disruptive and disrespectful in class.  His teachers would 
consistently call for his removal from their classrooms, so it was decided to see how he would do in this class with 
the ELLs.  From the very first day, the native-speaking student, we will call him Micah, was exceptionally well-
behaved and cooperative with the other students, offering to help them any way that he could.  Micah was a student 
recently relocated to the school district from another area of the country.  His previous school district was in a major 
metropolitan area, while his new school district was in a rural, small town.  His status as an outsider in the school 
helped him to identify with students who also were outsiders, although a bit more so than he.   
Within a few days, Micah had encouraged Albert to try his hand at basketball because Albert had been reluctant 
to play anything but football (soccer).  From that day on, Albert would look for Micah and would call him a friend.  
Micah’s behavior in his mainstream classrooms improved significantly, although it was still far from perfect. 
4. Findings 
     Though qualitative rather than quantitative in nature, the findings of this study on the impact of unconventional 
student groupings are promising.  It is often the case that how to group students with specific needs is a challenge 
for classroom teachers.  While not intentionally trying to isolate ELLs, grouping may unintentionally isolate them 
from potential helpers, friends or linguistic practice partners.  This isolation, coupled with the cultural and social 
isolation encountered in many small communities, leaves little opportunity for English Language Learners to 
acquire language.  By limiting isolation and forming scaffolded and collaborative groups, it was able to substantially 
augment students’ communicative competency in the target language and their motivation for success. 
Both study groups are still being utilized and monitored for progress.  All students have had sustained growth in 
literacy and communication since the initiation of the finalized study groupings.  Such growth is anticipated to 
continue, as groupings will be adjusted if and when it might become necessary.  Similar groupings have been 
undertaken at several other schools across the district in order to provide additional data on the utility of 
unconventional grouping in areas of high poverty and socioeconomic disparity. 
5. Study Limitations 
This study was limited by the number of students involved and this number will grow each term as new 
groupings are formed and monitored for language and literacy growth.  An additional limitation was the context in 
which the study was performed.  Additional studies are being undertaken in other contexts, as this study was done in 
a rural county in the United States and could be more generalizable if more data were available from other countries 
and with other age groups.
6. Pedagogical Implications 
Although grouping students is an integral part of teaching these days, successful grouping is not always the norm.  
Using unconventional grouping that creates an open and collaborative environment for students who are often 
difficult to place into groups will aid in student engagement and achievement, but may also assist with classroom 
management issues.  Students who are not engaged due to disinterest or gaps in skills are often the ones who cause 
disruptions to the class routine.  These disruptions not only keep the disruptors from learning, but also impede the 
other students in a class from being their most productive.   
Having additional tools at the ready can never do any harm, and often it is these unusual tools which are called 
into use when student behavior varies from the norm.  The pedagogical implications of having more tools at one’s 
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disposal are substantial and can lead to greater growth for all students and not simply those with specific needs 
outside of a mainstream classroom.   
7. Conclusion 
     While preliminary in nature, the results of unconventional student grouping of ESL/EFL students are 
promising.  Grouping students with similar socioeconomic and sociological factors may be instrumental in behavior 
modification, social inclusion and language acquisition.  Additional grouping and extended studies are in progress to 
measure growth and sustainability of the measures over time. 
It has been interesting to see students with very disparate backgrounds but very similar social factors scaffold one 
another and make room not only for their own success, but for the success of the others.  Although the hypothesis 
that the students would work well together was a given (and it was proven through the study), the extent to which 
bonds would grow between students of dissimilar linguistic and cultural backgrounds was not anticipated.  Also, the 
extent to which student relationships have grown in support of one another, rather than in competition has been 
inspiring in a culture rife with excessive and unnecessary competition.  Of all fields in which competitiveness could 
be positive, education should not be one.  Young learners are rarely stimulated to learn more by racing against their 
peers, and learn better in conjunction with those around them, as they all begin to experience their worlds in 
different ways.  It is important to capitalize on this collaborative mindset while students are young rather than trying 
to re-teach it to them when they are older. 
Harking back to the findings of Freire (1980) and Kozol (1972, 1974, 1988, 2005), there are factors which 
students have in common which could either bind them to one another and their similar plights or that could drive a 
wedge between them that becomes impossible to mitigate.  The methodology of this study leans toward forging 
these unbreakable bonds, and the results thus far indicate that we have met with success which bears continued 
experimentation and implementation.  The bonds that young people forge, especially those which reach across race, 
creed, language and culture, are the ones which they will carry always and apply to the situations in which they find 
themselves later in life. 
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